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ABSTRACT: 


The Qur’an (41):53 speaks of the macrocosm and 
microcosm as consisting of signs (@y@t) just as its own 
individual “verses” are also known as a@yat. Thus the 
world may be thought as a vast tapestry of signs that 
make up the “Qur’an of Engendered Existence (al- 
quran al-takwini).” Indeed such a view is to be found in 
Islamic esoterism along with various contemplative 
methods based on Qur’anic chanting (tajwid) and an 
esoteric understanding of the Arabic alphabet that may 
be termed “letter mysticism.” We examine aspects of 
such letter mysticism in the Futiéhiat al-Makkiyya of 
Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 638 /1240), the contem- 
plative methods of a branch of the Shadhdhuli Sufi 
Tariga and the “theory” of the prophets of inner being 
of “Ala al-Dawla al-Simnani (d. 736/1336) upon which 
some of these contemplative practices are based. 
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Nun. By the pen and that which they write .. . 
Qur’an, Strat al-Qalam(68):1. 


. the worshipful slave does not complete [the 
actualization in him] of the secrets of faith until he comes 
to know the realities of these letters in their stations . . . 


-Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-“Arabi, 
al-Futuhat al-makkiya 
v.1, para. 472, In. 10-11 


In the above quoted Qur’anic “verse” is an allusion to the 
primordial act of sacred inscription in which the Celestial Pen of 
Divine Power (qalam al-qudra)! as crystallization of the Divine com- 
mand of engendering existence (amr al-takwin)2 inscribed the 
modalities of all existence in the ink of ontological mercy (al-rahmat al- 


1 See ‘Allama Sayyid Muhammad Husayn Tabataba’' al-Mizan fi tafsir 
oem 21 Vols. Qum: Manshiirat Jama‘at al-Mudarrisin fi al-Hawza 

a, n.d. v. 19, 376-379 for traditions tht support this view. See also Jalal 
pms uyitt al-, -Hay’ah al-santya fi al-hay’ah al-sunniya. Cairo: Maktabah Ibn Sind, 
n.d. 25-29. 


2 Kun fa yakiin, Quran 2:117, 3:47, 3:59, 6:72, 16:40, 19:35, 36:82, 40:98. 
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rahmaniya/al-wujiidiya/al-dhattya)’ upon the guarded tablet (al-lawh al- 
mahfiiz), which is none other than the Glorious Qur’an (al-Qur'in al- 
majid)’. Just as the primordial act of Divine inscription was the 
Qur’an so too its first manifestation in humanity was as Qur’anic 
calligraphy. With the march of the centuries a multitude of styles 
emerged ranging from the sober kiific to the very delicate nasta‘liq 
which. were in turn used to write texts other than the Qur’an and 
were -also employed in architecture and the crafts. Yet all these 
manifold styles and applications of Islamic calligraphy are but a 
reflection of the primordial Divine inscription and thus represent the 
visual embodiment of the Qur’anic realities (haga"iq). It is the visual 
dimension that has received ample attention in scholarly works on 
calligraphy. In this essay, however, we would like to take a few 
glimpses at another approach. 

Whether one considers a Mamluk period illuminated Qur’an, 
the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock, an ornate Safavid period 
Divan-e-Hafez, or even a mass produced plastic ayat al-kursi hanging 
on the rear-view mirror of a New York taxi — all of these examples of 
sacred inscription are deprived of an important dimension of their 
significance if they are considered merely as inscription. For all of these 


examples — to state the obvious — are comprised of words (kalimat) 


3 wa rakmati wasa‘at kuila shay’in (..."and my mercy embraceth all thing Si... 

Qur'an 7:156. "Existence itself is a mercy for every existent thing.” (fa inna al- 

wujtida rakmatun fi haggi kulli were). al-“Arabi al-Futiihat a -makkiya 4 vols. 

Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d. v.2, p. 28, line 27. Also see W. C. Chittick The Sufi Path of 

Knowledge. Albany: SUNY Press, 1989. 23, 130, 290-291 for a discussion of 
“ontological mercy" - a phrase we have borrowed from a chapter title of T. 

Izutsu's Sufism and Taoism. Los Angeles, University of California Press. 1983. 


4 See Quran 85:2. 
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and words are, first and foremost, uttered (salfuza). To suggest 
another metaphor if Islamic calligraphy is the visual reflection of 
Qur’anic realities, then the utterance of the words inscribed is but the 
echo or reverberation of the primordial word: Be! (kun) which is the 
origin of all sound. It is this sonoral dimension — in both its oral and 
aural aspects that we would like to examine. 

Recitation, reading aloud, or rhythmic chanting of holy 
scriptures is found in virtually every religion in one form or another. 
Examples that come to mind include the recitation of the Qur’an, 
Torah, the Vedas, (Mahayana) Buddhist sittras such as the Heart Sutra, 
Gregorian Chants (Catholic), the Hesychyst Prayer (Orthodox) and, 
perhaps, Protestant hymns. The first four are from religious traditions 
that all have very profound mystical teachings about their respective 
sacred languages i.e. Arabic, Hebrew, and Sanskrit5. Each of these 
bodies of teachings could be called “letter mysticism” or a kind of 
“ilm al-huriif in as much as each of their respective mystical doctrines 
revolves around an esoterism of their alphabets both as written or 
“inscripted” signs and as “voiced” or uttered sounds where the latter are 


always given primary significance.6 


5 Lam not aware of such traditions regarding the various liturgical languages of 
Christianity (Latin, Greek, Syriac, Coptic, etc.) 


6 For an exposition of the cabalistic teachings of Judaism, see Sefer Yetzirah: The 
Book of Creation. Translation, commentary and edition of original Hebrew text by 
Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan. Weiser: York Beach, Maine, 1991. Chaps. 2.2-2.3. For 
Hinduism see "Vedic Mantras," Frits Staal in Understanding Mantras, Harvey P. 
Alper (ed.), ( Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 1989), 48-95 and the massive ; 
bibliographical survey of mantras in the same volume 327-530; Hymns From the 
Vedic Age: Selected Hymns from the Rig Veda with Yogic Interpretation, David 
Frawley, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1986), xi-xii and 1-30; Sonic Theology: 
Hinduism and Sacred Sound. G. Beck. ee S. Carolina Press, 1993 
especially chaps 1-2. Madhu Khanna’s beautiful book Yantra: Tantric Symbol of 
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We will examine some of the esoteric teachings of ‘ilm al-huriif 
as expounded by Islam’s premier esoterist the 6th-7th /12th-13th 
Century stifi Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-‘Arabi (560-638 /1165-1240) in his 
encyclopedic work 

al-Futuhat al-Makkiya (the Meccan Illuminations). The entire 
second chapter of which is devoted to explaining the nature of the 
Arabic letters. Therein the Shaykh al-Akbar (Supreme Master) — as 
he is known — expounds a cosmology in which they are accorded a 
central place not only as cosmological symbols but as the 
cosmological principles which underlie the very fabric of the created 
order. Following this we will consider the actual practices of a branch 
of the Shadhdhuli siifi tariqa and their relation to the esoteric 
meaning of the Quran as explained by ‘Al@ al-Dawla al-Simnani 
(659-736 / 1261-1336). 

Essential to the understanding of the Shaykh al-Akbar's 
cosmology is the understanding of the Qur'an, indeed it is the door 
that opens onto this realm. Recitation (tilawa) of the Quran — in the 
five prayers and otherwise — in addition to recitation of other sacred 


texts (ad‘iya or ahzab), which often consist entirely of Qur’anic verses 


Unity. London, Thames&Hudson, 1979, devotes chap. 2 to “Archetypal Space 
and Sacred Sound.” Also see p.39-43 of same. As for Buddhist teachings, I have 
found E. Conze's Buddhist Wisdom Books Containing the Diamond Sutra and Heart 
Sutra. London: Allen&Unwin, 1958, 101-107 to be quite useful. Also Lama 
Anagarika Govinda‘s Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism is a profound stud 
devoted sotiety to soomenting upon the mantra OM MANI PADME p 
Sacred Calligraphy of the East. J. Stevens. Boulder, CO: Shambhala, 1981, Chap.1 
especiall hg tas are most illuminating. In addition es Buddhism: Theory and 
Practice. M. Kiyota. Tokyo: Buddhist Books International, 1978, Chap. 3.4-3.5 has 
a very profound discussion of meditation on the first letter of the Sanskrit 
alphabet, “a”, as it relates to the adi buddha or Primordial Buddha. 


7 For an account of his life see Quest for the Red Sulphur: The Life of Ibn al- Arabi. 
Claude Addas. Cambridge, UK: Islamic Texts Society, 1993. 
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or are built around certain verses, forms the core of Muslim spiritual 
life’. When recited according to the principles of “ilm al-tajwid 
Qur’anic recitation can become a contemplative method having in 
view the realization of certain latencies in man. Such methods are 
employed by the various stifi paths (furvgq) and are intimately rooted 
in the cosmology recorded by Ibn al-“Arabi in the Futuhat. Funda- 
mental to this Qur’anic dimension is what one might call the 
"homology" of existence and the Qur’an, which through a profound 
understanding of the "world of the Book" sees the "world as book." 
The Qur’an consists of 114 siirahs which are often incorrectly 
interpreted as "chapters."? Sirah literally means a high place or 
station. Thus each siirah represents a different station in the world of 
the Book. In turn each siirah consists of ayat(sg. ayah) with over 6000 
in the whole Qur'an. This term is often misunderstood to mean 
"verse." In fact dyah actually means sign or portent. Thus, every a@yah 
of the Qur’an is a sign of Allah. Similarly the book of creation also 
consists of siirahs and ayahs. The Qur’an itself in numerous signs 
(2ya@t) points to these signs (@yaé) in the book of the world. By way of 
example: 


8 We have in mind ahzab ie. orisons such as the Hizb al-Barr (Orison of the Earth) 
and Hizb al-Bahr (Orison of the Sea) which are employed by, but not restricted to 
the Shadhdhuli sift ¢ariqa; or the ad‘tya ie. supplications such as the Du‘A Kumayl 
[ibn Ziyad] or the Du‘i al-Jawshan al-Kabir both favored by the practitioners of 
“shri” gnosis (‘irfan) 


On this and related terms see the standard lexicons of Arabic: Taj al-ariis min 
Jewahir al-qamis and Lisan al-‘arab. Also worthy of recommendation is the 
exhaustive lexicogrphic study, in 14 volumes, of Quranic language: al-Tahgiq fi 
kalimat al-qur°an al-karim. Hasan al-Mustafawi. Tehran: Jumhizriyat Iran 
al-Islamiyya, Wazarat al-Thaqafa wa’l-Irshad al-Islami, 1368 hijri (solar). 
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Lo! in the difference of the night and day and all that Allah hath 
created in the heavens and the earth are signs, verily for those who 
guard (themselves). 

-Qur’an, Strat Yiinus (10):6 


We shall show them our signs on the horizons and within 
themselves until it will be made manifest unto them that He is the 
Truth. 

-Qur’an, Surat Fussilat (41):53 


Hence man as microcosm reflects those very signs of the 
macrocosm that point to the Divine Reality. In this sense he is his own 
book. This all-comprehensive nature of man is discussed by Ibn al- 
“Arabi in the first chapter of his Fusits al-Hikam10, Here he points out 
that the reason for this is that man is the embodiment of all the Most 
Beautiful Names (al-asm@ al-husna’). These Divine Names are latent 
in every man and woman but only very few come to actualize them. 
The station of one who does is known in stfi terminology as al-insin 
al-kamil (Perfect or Universal Man)!1, In the hierarchy of engendered 
existence (al-maratib al-kawniya) Perfect Man stands at the apex of the 
pyramid because he is the "all-inclusive object" (al-kawn al-jami*) that 
reflects the essences of the Most Beautiful Names. As such, Perfect 
Man is the locus of the self manifestation of the Real (majla al-haqq). 

It was the year 592/1202 in Mecca — the mother of cities (Umm 
al-Qura) — that Ibn al-‘Arabi definitely entered into this station 
(maqam) while performing the ritual circuit tawaf) of the Ka‘ba. Here 


in a vision of the imaginal world (“alam al-mithal) he has an encounter 


10 See ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Qashani Shark Fusiis al-Hikam Cairo: 13217/ 1903?, 8. 


11 “Abd al-Karim al-Jili (767H-805H) devoted an entire work to this idea entitled 
al-Insin al-kamil 2 vols. Cairo: Halabi, 1402/1981. Another work of the same title 
exists in Persian by ‘Aziz al-Din Nasafi. 
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with the inner reality of his own self.12 He describes this encounter in 
the first chapter of the Fut#hat in these words: 


Know, my noble friend and intimate companion, that after I arrived 
in the Mecca of Benedictions, the Treasury of Spiritual tranquillities, 
and movements, and after I experienced there what I experienced, 
there came a time when I happened to be performing the ritual 
circuits around the Ancient Temple. As I was carrying out the 
circumambulations and reciting the formulas of glorification, 
praise, magnification and Oneness — now kissing the Black Rock, 
now touching the Yemenite corner, now drawing near to the Wall 
of Multazam — as I was standing in a state of ecstasy in front of the 
Black Rock I encountered the Evanescent Youth, the Silent Speaker, 
He who is neither alive nor dead, the Simple Sonpoetie, He who 
envelops and is enveloped. When I saw him perform the ritual 
circuits around the Temple, like a living person revolving round a 
person who has died, I recognised his true reality and his 
metaphorical form, and I understood that the circuit round the 
Temple is like the prayer over a corpse . .. Then God revealed to me 
the dignity of this Youth and his transcendence with regard to 
“where” and “when”. When I recognized his dignity and his 
descent (inzal), when I saw his rank in existence and his state, I 
embraced his right side, wiped away the sweat of revelation on his 
forehead and declared to him: “Look upon him who aspires to your 
company and desires your intimacy!” Fie replied to me using signs 
and enigmas he had created so that he would never have to speak 
except in symbols: “When you recognise, understand and. realise 
my symbolic language, you know that it can never be grasped 
either by the most eloquent orators or by the most competent of 
thetoricians . . .” He gestures to me and I understood. The reality of 
his Beauty unveiled itself to me and I was overcome with love. I 
became powerless and was instantly overwhelmed. When I 
recovered from my swoon, my sides shot through with fear, he 
knew I had realised who he was .. . He said to me: “Observe the 
details of my constitution and the disposition of my form! You will 
find what you ask of me written upon me because I neither speak 


12 On the nature of this encounter, the concept of the imaginal world and the 
concept of ta wil, to be discussed below, see the magisterial works of Henry 
Corbin, Ceative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn “Arabi (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, Bollingen Series, 1969), 277-83; En Islam iranien: Aspects spirituels 
et philosophiques 4 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1971-2), 1:135-218, 2:214-232 and Histoire 
de la philosophie islamique, avec la collaboration de Seyyed Hossein Nasr et Osman. 
Yahya, (Paris: Gallimard, 1964), 13-30. A portion of the text from En Islam iranien 
is available in English in Seyyed Hossein Nasr (ed.) Shi‘ism: Doctrines, Thought 
and Spirituality (Albany: S Press, 1988), 189-202. 
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nor converse. I have no knowledge apart from the knowledge of 
Myself; My Essence does not differ from my names. I am 
Knowledge, the Known and the Knower,; I am Wisdom, the 
Sapiential Deed and the Sage!13 


The first of the Divine secrets that was made known to him was 
the science of the letters and it is to this science that he devotes the 
second chapter of his Futahat. He begins section one (al-fasl al-awwal) 
by giving a detailed account of the “ranks” (maratib) or “gradations” 
of each letter in terms of which celestial spheres (aflak) they belong to, 
ranging from a rank of seven up to ten celestial spheres. He also lists 
the nature (tabi°a) of each letter in terms of hot, moist, dry, cold or 
combinations thereof. It is in the continuation of this section (tbi‘a) 
that he begins to discuss the cosmological principles with which we 
are concerned. Below we translate portions of his text providing com- 
ments where necessary. The continuation begins: 

Know — may Allah grant us and you success — that the letters 
Qhurtif) are a community (umma) from among the communities 
(umam). They are addressed (mukhatabin) [with Divine 
address-Khitib] and obligated (mukallafiin) [by the Divine 
obligation=takiif]. Among them are messengers from their ate 
(inns) and they have names with respect to their nature (min haythu 
hum). No one knows this except the people of unveiling (ah! al-kashf) 


from our way (tariq). The world of the letters is the most clear of 
worlds in speech and the most evident of worlds in exposition. 


These [worlds] are of different Ase just as the traditionally 
understood. worlds [that is to say the world of jinns or men, or 
animals, or plants, etc. are of different types].14 


Note that Ibn al-"Arabi stresses that this knowledge is only 
attained by kashf and is not to be found in books. After having 


13 Addas. Quest for the Red Sulphur, 201-2. The original text is Osman Yahia’s 
critical edition of the Futijhat Cairo: General Egyptian Book Organization, 
1405/1985, 216-219. Further references to this edition will be given as follows OY 
1, 100, 10 = Osman Yahia edition vol. 1, p. 100, para. 10. 


14 OY 1, 260, 442. 
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enumerated each of these worlds of letters in paragraphs 443-450, he 
then presents another ranking of the letters. 


These then are the worlds [of the letters]. To every world is a 
messenger from their genus [i.e.. from the genus specific to their 
world]. They have subtleties and opacities (lat#if wa kathiif). Their 
obligation from the [Divine] address is [solely] injunction (@mr); 
they have no prohibition (uahy). Among them are a generali 
(‘amma), and elite (khfssa), the elite of the elite (khassat al-khassa), 
and the ners of the epitomy of the elite of the elite Gaff’ 
khlufsati khassat?|-khassa)35 


The generality are JIM, DAD, KHA’, DAL, GHAYN, and SHIN.16 
The elite of the elite are ALIF, YA”, BA”, SIN, KAF, TA’, QAF’, TA’, 
WAW, SAD, HA’, NUN, LAM, AND SAYN27 

The epitomy of the elite of the elite is the BA’.18 

The elite which are a degree above the generality are none other 
than the letters at the beginnings of [certain] siirahs [huriif awa’il al- 
suwar], such as “ALIF LAM Mim” and “ALIF LAM SAD.” 


There are fourteen [such] letters: ALIF, LAM, MIM, SAD, RA’ KAR, 
HA’, YA’, ‘AYN, TA’, SIN, HA’ QAF, and, NUN.!9 

The quintessence of the epitomy of the elite of the elite are NUN, 
MIM, RA’, BA’, DAL, ZAY, ALIF, TA’, WAW, HA’, ZA’, THA”, 
LAM, FA’, and SIN.29 


... I contemplated these worlds [lit. looked into them=nazaratu fi 
ha®’ul® il-“alam| to see which one of them could be elaborated upon 
more than others and I found it [i-e.. a particular world] to be a 
world favored with distinction. And it is none other than the world 
of letters preceding the unknown siirahs (“alam aw@ il al-suwar al- 
majhiila) like ALIF LAM MIM of the al-Baqara, ALIF LAM MIM 
SAD, and ALIF LAM RA’ of Yitinus and its sisters.21 


3 OY 1, 261, 451. 
16 OY 1, 262, 452. 
17 OY 1, 262, 453. 
18 OY 1, 262, 454. 
19 OY 1, 262, 455. 
20 OY 1, 262, 456. 


21 OY 1, 264, 465. The “sisters” in question are surahs Hud (11), Yusuf (12), 
Thrahim (14) and al-Hijr (15). 


SACRED INSCRIPTION AS COSMOLOGY: GLIMPSES OF ILM AL-HURUF 


Hence these aw@il al-suwar which are also known as fawitih al- 
suwar (openers of the siirahs) or as al-huriif al-mugatt‘at (dis-jointed 
letters) are of central importance. Note that in all they number 14 
distinct letters; however, if one includes repetitions they come to 78 
occurring at the beginning of 29 different siirahs. In some siirahs such 
as al-Qalam (68) there is only one such letter, in others they occur in 
pairs like YA’ SIN or TA’ HA’, while in yet other they range from 
groups of three, four or five letters. These fourteen letters constitute 
exactly half of the Arabic alphabet and are known as the luminous 
letters (al-huriif al-niiraniya). The remaining 14 letters of the alphabet 
are known as the dark letters (al-hurif al-zulmantya). 

In Table 1 on the facing page is a graphic representationzz of the 
28 luminous and dark letters arranged in a circular form. Note here 
the place of the ‘29th’ letter — the hamzah. 

The luminous letters, the dark letters and the siirahs in which 


the former occur and whether singly or in pairs etc., are given in 
Tables 2-3. 


22°Abd Allah Nur ad-Din Durkee. The School of the Shadhdhuliyyah: Volume One, 
Orisons (Privately printed, Alexandria, Egypt 1411/1991), (Page 84 Figure 12). 
The Twenty Eight Mansions of the Moon and the Universal Shim. 


10 
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- TABLE 1: 
GRAPHIC REPRESENTATION OF THE LUMINOUS AND DARK LETTERS IN ARABIC 


11 
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TABLE 2: DIVISION OF ARABIC LETTERS INTO LUMINOUS AND DARK 
CATEGORIES 


Entry Luminous Letters Dark Letters 
No. 

1 ALIF BA’ 

2 LAM TA 

3 MIM THA’ 

4 SAD JIM 

5 RA’ KHA? 

6 KAF DAL 

rs HA? DHAL 

8 YA? ZAY 

9 “AYN SHIN 

10 TA’ DAD 

11 SIN ZA” 

12 HA’ GHAYN 
13 QAF FA’ 

14 NON WAW 


144+14=28+1=29 
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TABLE 3: LUMINOUS LETTERS AND THEIR SURAHS 


Entry Luminous Letters 


No. 

1 ALIF LAM MIM 

2 ALIF LAM MIM 

3 ALIF LAM MIM SAD 
4 ALIF LAM RA? 

5 ALIF LAM RA? 

6 ALIF LAM RA’ 

7 ALIF LAM MIM RA? 
8 ALIF LAM RA’? 

9 ALIF LAM RA? 

10 KAF HA’ YA’ ‘AYN SAD 
11 TA’ HA’ 

12 TA’ SIN MIM 

13 TA’ SIN 


14 ALIF LAM MIM 
15 ALIF LAM MIM 
16 ALIF LAM MIM 


23. HA? MIM‘AYNSIN QAF 


24 HA’ MIM 


26 HA’MIM 
27. +~HA’MIM 
28 QAF 

29 NUN 


13 


Letter 
Count 


PENNNNUNNEFNOWWWUWANWN AHO LWW W RW 


Sirah 


al-Baqara 
Al ‘Imran 
al-A ‘raf 
Yunus 
Hud 
Yusuf 
al-Ra‘d 
Ibrahim 
al-Hijr 
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Knowledge of these letters is necessary for the perfection of the 
faith, but this knowledge is only attained by the select few who 


realize in themselves the Divine Names. 


Know that no one knows the reality (hagiga) of the principles 
(mabad?) of the unknown siirahs (al-suwar al-majhiila), except the 
ple of the forms that can be intellected @hl al-suwar al-ma‘giila) 
they are the ones who have something of the favor of Allah's 
creation of Adam according to His form]. Furthermore [Allah] 
rendered the siirahs (suwar) of the Quran with the letter SIN which 
denotes adherence to the Divine Law (Shari‘a) in all things the outer 
(zihir) of which is “the wall within which is torment” (al-siirw?lladhi 
fihr |-‘adhab) in which one falls into ignorance of them fi.e.. these 
letters] and whose inner (bitin) is denoted by SAD which is the 
“station of mercy” nats al-rahma): which is none other than 
knowledge of their realities (hag@iquha) and that is tewhid [i.e.. 
knowledge of Divine Unity}. 


Thus He — may He be exalted and sanctified — made them [i.e. 
these siirahs] to be 29 siirahs and this is the perfection and 
completion of the form (siirah) “And for the moon We have 
appointed mansions . . .” The iver, Arnot is the axis by which the 
celestial sphere (falak)is supported. Tt is the cause of its existence, 
and it is [ie. the siirah designated 29th above and singled out as 
support of the celestial sphere] Siirat Al “Imran [the third strah in 


23 OY 1, 266, 470. The “wall within which is torment” is a reference to Qur’an 
57:13 (the sfirah of Iron = al-Hadid): “On the day when the hypocritical men and 
the hypocritical women will say to those who believe: Look on us that we may 
borrow from your light! It will be said: Go back and seek for light! Then there will 
separate them a wall wherein is a gate, the inner side whereof containeth mercy, 
while the outer side thereof is toward the doom.” (Pickthall translation.) The 
meaning of the letter SIN in “wall” (sar which when written in Arabic script is 
indistinguishable from the word suwar the plural of siirah) is that inasmuch as the 
siirahs of the Qur’an delineate the parameters (hudiid) the Divine law (shari‘a) 
their outward (zaahir) is nevertheless a torment (‘adhab) since they constitute a 
wall (sir) between the worshipful slave (‘abd) and the Lord (rabb). However, their 
interior (bitin) is the “station of mercy” since it is the sir (spelled with SAD) or 
trumpet which will be blown on Judgement Day signalling the resurrection. Or 
the interior is the “station of mercy” because it constitutes the siirah (spelled with 
$AD) or the form in which is manifested—to the people of the forms that can be 
intellected—of the ultimate Divine Will in the perfection of man through 
following the shari‘a. See O. Yahia’s note at the bottom of the cited page. 
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Quranic sequence] “ALIF. LAM. MIM. ALLAHU...” If it were 
not the other 28 would not have abided.24 


In all they [ie. these letters] including repetitions are 78 letters. The 
eight [of the 78] is the reality of the amount between 3 and 9 (bid*). 
He — upon whom be peace [ie. the Prophet Muhammad — said: 
“Tman (faith) consists of 70 odd fhiranchesl, ..“ and these letters are 
78 letters in number. Thus the worshipful slave (@bd) does not 
complete [the actualization in him] of the secrets of iman [faith] 
until he comes to know the realities of these letters in their siirahs 
(stations) 25 
How then does one come to know the realities of these letters and to 
actualize these secrets of faith in oneself — in short what is the path 
that leads to the station of al-ins#n al-kamil? The Qur'an states “Surely 
We created man of the best stature. Then We reduced him to the 
lowest of the low.”26 Here we find an allusion to man’s dual nature, 
though created in the “image” of God (it is stated in a famous hadith 
khalagallahu adama ‘ala siirathi: Allah created Adam on His “form”) 
because of his forgetfulness of God he is reduced to the lowest of the 
low. It is the nature of man (insfn) to forget. The word insan by virtue 
of the presence of NUN and SIN may be esoterically (not necessarily 
morphologically) derived from the root nasiya-yansi meaning “to 
forget”. In fact there is a saying which plays upon this similarity in 
sound: awwal al-nasi nasin ie. “The first man was one who forgets.” 
Yet if he wholeheartedly devotes himself to his Lord he can go from 


24 OY 1, 267, 471. The Qur’anic reference is to YA’ SIN (36):39. 


25 OY 1, 267, 472. Reference is made to the hadith: “Faith has seventy-odd _ 
branches, the highest and best of which is to declare LA ILAHA ILLA ALLAHU, 
and the lowest of which is to remove something harmful from the path.” Musnad 
Ahmad 2, n0.379, 414, 445; Ibn Majah, Mugaddima, 9; Nas@i, Iman, 57; Tirmidhi, 
Iman, 16; Abii Dawiid, Sunnah, 14; Muslim, Iman, 57; Bukhari, Iman, 3. 


26 Qur'an 95:45. 
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the realm of being a member of the (average) people (ins) to the realm 
of intimacy (uns). [Note that the difference between ins and uns is 
simply of a vowel (haraka)] This is achieved by complete adherence to 
the shari‘a in all matters and through supererogatory acts of worship 
(nawafil) that include daily recitation of the Qur'an, fasting certain 
days besides the month of Ramadan, additional prayers above-and- 
beyond the five daily prayers such as tahajjud (a prayer performed in 
the deep watches of the night), and what is called dhikr. Dhikr means 
remembrance and refers to the mentioning of the Divine Name of 
Allah or one of the 99 Names, or certain other formulas.*The 
repetition of these Names can range from the tens to the millions 
depending on the practice. All stifis have a “wird” or daily prattice 
involving dhikr, and Ibn al-‘Arabi was no exception to this rule. Such 
awrad (pl. of wird) typically involve some formula of secking forgive- 
ness, followed by a formula of prayer upon the Prophet Muhammad, 
sallallahu ‘alayhi wa alihi wa sallam, and finally a Divine Name or the 
declaration LA ILAHA ILLA ALLAHU each of which is repeated 100 
times. This is done before sunrise usually after Fajr (the Dawn 
prayer) and after sunset usually after Maghrib (the sunset prayer). 
Both dhikr and Quranic recitation are oral/aural practices and 
require that special care be given to the correct pronunciation of the 
letters. 

Adherence to the rules of Qur’anic chanting (tajwid) activates 
the letters causing sacred sounds to reverberate within and without. 
The various combinations of harakat (vowels) and hurfif (consonants) 
activate and channel the numerous Divine names throughout the 
being of the reciter. The basic long vowel sounds of Arabic A, I U 
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represented by ALIF, YA’, and WAW are of special significance and 
have different effects. A “travels downward and stimulates the heart, 
the repository of Divine Attributes.”27 I “travels upward and 
stimulates the pineal gland, which is not fully understood by Western 
science, but is felt to be responsible for activation of the life force.”8 
The sound of U “resonates on the outer rim of the pursed lips, and 
intermingles with the idhn of Allah, as His permission for our lives 
unites with our inhaled and exhaled breaths.”29 

In chapter 198 of the Futiihat entitled “Knowledge and Breath,” 
section 27, Ibn al-‘Arabi tells us that each letter has an angel which is 
its spirit (riik) while the letter is like a body (jasad) for that angel. It is 
by virtue of these angelic spirits that the letters are activated 
regardless of what calligraphic style they may be written in.30 Thus 
whenever the reciter says, for instance KAF HA” YA° ‘AYN SAD, 
then the angels of these letters respond and their aid may be enlisted 
if needed and if certain other conditions are met.5! 

Thus, the recitation practices — especially of the Qur’an — in 
Islam are not merely mechanical, ritualistic mutterings but are poten- 
tially very powerful The ultimate aim of all of these practices is ‘irfan 
(gnosis) whose perfected state is the realization of all the Most 


27 Hakim Moinuddin Chishti The Book of Sufi Healing New York: Inner 
Traditions, 1985, 126. 


28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 


30 Tbn al-“Arabial-Futuhat al-makkiya. 4 vols. Beirut: Dar al-Fikr, n.d_, v.2, 448, 
lines 11-14. 


31 Jhid. lines 24-26. 
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Beautiful Names, or as stated previously, the perfection of the 
branches of main. Regardless of the terms used for the end result the 
process itself is one of ta°wil (tracing back to the Source). This term is 
also used for the esoteric commentary or interpretation of the Qur’an 
— and this is by no means a coincidence. For there are — as we said 
at the outset — two “Qur’ans:” al-qur’an al-tadwini (the Recorded 
Qur’an contained, as it were, between the to covers of the Book [bayn 
al-daffatayn]) and al-qur’an al-takwini (the Qur’an of Engendered 
Existence). This Qur’an of Engendered Existence may also be 
conceived of in two ways. Man has within him a world, a Qur’an 
which we can call al-Qur’an al-anfusi: the Qur’an of the Inner Self, 
which is distinct from what is known as al-Qur’an al-afagi: the Qur’an 
of the Outer Horizons. 32 Man must know himself. He must perform 
a i@wil of his own wujiid (his own being), for “He who knoweth 
himself knoweth his Lord.”33 This mystical exegesis is the spiritual 
exodus of the exegetic. Just as the Qur’an speaks on the level of 
historical time (al-zaman al-kathif) of certain persons and events like 
Pharaoh and Misa, ‘alayhil-salim, there are, on the level of subtle 
transhistorical time (el-zamin al-latif), tyrants and those who destroy 
them, furthermore on the level of hyper-subtle time(al-zaman al-aitaf), 
there is within everyone a pharaoh who must be defeated by the 


Miisa of one’s inner being. This “internalization” of the Qur’an 


32 Recall Qur'an 41:53 “We shall show them our signs on the horizons and 
within themselves until it will be manifest unto them that He is the Truth.” 


533A famous hadith: “man “arafa nafsahu fa gad ‘arafa rabbahu.” 
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constitutes the onto-genesis of tawil34 The mugattaat are 
indispensable in this onto-genesis inasmuch as they contain the entire 
stirahs they precede just as the seed contains a whole tree.35 Their 
proper recitation helps to realize these Qur’anic realities within. 
Among the methods of such internalization there is one 
practiced by the Shadhdhuliya sufi tariqa (although other sufi furug, 
such as the Chishtiyya Sabirlyya Imdadiyya, also use it) which 
involves the recitation of Hizb al-Bahr (Orison of the Sea), which 
consists of various Qur’anic verses Divine Names and invocations. It 
was bestowed on Shaykh Abul-Hasan al-Shadhdhuli (d. 656 / 1258), 
quadisa sirruhu, by the Prophet himself, sallallahu ‘alayhi wa alihi.wa 
sallam, in a vision and contains many mugatta‘at. The Hizb al-Bahr is 
often recited after the wird before dawn and after dusk. It is preceded 
by some Qur°anic formulae followed by a recitation — in order — of 
the letters of the Arabic alphabet. This is comparable to the practice 
of bija (seed) mantra in Hinduism.36 The Hizb al-Bahr envisions the 


34 See H. Corbin The Man of Light in Iranian Sufism. New York: Omega, 1994, 121- 
131. We will have more to say about the prophets of inner being below. 


35 Sidi Ahmad Zarriiq (d.899/ 1483). Sharh Hizb al-Bahr. MS Princeton University 
Library. Mach Collection 3172. fol. 18a. Also see Mawlana Sayyid Husayn 
Ahmad Madani. Irshadat. edited by Mawlana Sayyid Muhammad Mian. Delhi: 
Jam‘iyya Book Depot, n.d. 145. In this Urdu work the famous Indian sage Sayyid 
Husayn Ahmad Madani comments ona portion of the Futithat. 


36 See note 6 for sources on Hinduism. The similarity of the mugqajta‘att recitation 
with mantra is quite striking. David Frawley, the only westerner to our 
knowledge to have received traditional instruction in the full spectrum of Vedic 
literature, writes in his Hymns of the Golden Age : 


58) Mantric language is language in which sound and meaning correspond. 
p- 20 


To understand the Rig Veda or any ancient teaching or scripture requires a 
sense of mantra. It requires a different approach to language that takes all things 
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trials and torments of this world and the next as seas which are to be 
subjugated by beseeching Allah37 


O Allah, O Most High, O Exalted, O Gentle, O All-Knowing 

You are my Sustainer and your Knowledge is my sufficiency 

How excellent a Sustainer is my Sustainer, How excellent a Sufficer is my 
Sufficer 

You aid whom You choose and You are the All-Powerful, the Mercy 
bestowing 

We beseech Your protection in our movements and our stillness, in our 
words, in our desires and out thoughts from the doubts and suspicions 
and the illusions that veil our hearts from the perception of the Unseen 
and truly “have the Believers been tested and shaken, shaken severely 

and if the hypocrites and those with doubting hearts say: Allah and his Messenger 
did not promise us other than delusion” 38 

Firmly root us and support us and subjugate to us this Sea 

As You subjugated the Sea to Musa 

And You subjugated the Fire to Ibrahim 

And You subjugated the Mountains and Iron to Dawtid 

And You subjugated the Winds and the Demons and the Jinn to Sulayman. 
So subjugate to us every Sea of Yours on the Earth, in the Skies, the 
Dominions and the Heavenly Pleroma 

And the Sea of this World and the Sea of the World to Come 

And subjugate to us everything O You in “Whose Hand is the dominion 
over every thing.” 

KAF HA* YA? ‘AYN SAD. 


evocatively of the cosmic being. Such words become means of unification for 
ourselves and our environment and with our inner being. Their meanings are 
not artificially limited but expand creatively towards a universal compr ion. 
(p. 22) 
The mantric language develops i a from various roots which are 

pene mantras. As such it can always be sytematically, by etymology, 

erstood in terms of its prime root meaning. These roots are not rigid 
meanings. They are currents of meaning that unify. They reflect a way of being 
that manifests on all levels, a quality of energy, a spectrum or vibratory range. 
They are like prime numbers from which complex equations can be evolved but 
into which they are always resolvable. Yet they can never quite be put into words 
or defined. (p. 23) 


All of the above comments apply to the muqatta‘att as well. 
37Durkee, School of the Shadhdhuliyyah, 23-26. 
38 Qur’an Surat al-Ahzab (33):11-12. 
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This repetition of KAF HA’ YA’? ‘AYN SAD99 serves to 
actualize the realities of Strat Maryam within the reciter.40 Later in 
the Hizb HA’ MIM occurs followed by KAF HA’ YA’ SAYN SAD and 
HA? MIM ‘AYN SIN QAF which are all accompanied by certain hand 
and finger configurations akin to the miidras of Hinduism and Tibetan 
and Shingon Buddhism.41 In particular HA? MIM is recited seveni 
times. In six out of the seven times the hands point to each of the six 
directions while "internally" saying "By Allah all evil and catastrophe 
coming from these six directions is erased. By the baraka of these 
letters only good comes from the six directions."42 The seventh 
HA MIM is uttered on the breath into one’s upraised hands (in the 
manner of Muslim supplication {du‘a}) followed by passing them 
across the face. Concurrently one visualizes the image of HA” MIM 
inscribed (in Arabic) in light (niir) across the breast from right to left. 
The quintuple pair KAF HA? YA? ‘AYN SAD and HA? MIM ‘AYN 
SIN QAF are repeated while opening and closing the fingers in a 
certain fashion.43 These letters and indeed the entire Hizb should be 
recited in the manner of what is called tahgiq in the science of 
Quranic recitation (‘ilm al-tajwid). This means that each letter of 


every word or utterance is pronounced clearly and correctly, giving 


39 These letters precede Strat Maryam (19). 

40 Sidi Ahmad Zarrugq, Ibid. fols. 18a-18b. Folios 23a-23b also contain discussions 
of other luminous letters namely YA’ SIN, HA? MIM ‘AYN SIN QAF, HA? MIM, 
andTA’ SIN. 

41 See note 6. 

42 Durkee, School of the Shadydhultyyah, 41. 


43 Thid., 32. 
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each letter its due (kaqquhu) by articulating it from the appropriate 
point of articulation (makhraj) in the human speech apparatus.4 

A further aspect of the internalization of the Qur’an which is 
intrinsic to what we have called the onto-genesis of fa’wil is the 
recitation of the Qur'an itself. The method is based, on the one hand 
,on the homology of existence and on the multi-dimensionality of the 
Quranic text, on the other. Certain hadiths attributed variously to the 
Prophet Muhammad, ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib(d.40/661), Muhammad al- 
Bagir(d. 114/733), Ja‘far al-Sadiq(d. 148/765) and Musa al-Kazim (d. 
183/799), ‘alayhimu?l-salatu wa"l-salim, indicate that the Quran may 
be read and understood on many levels.*5 Most of these sayings 
indicate that every Quranic verse has an outer reality (zahr) and an 
inner reality (bafn) and that the inner reality itself has seven inner 
realities. Various sufis have attempted to write esoteric commentaries 
on the Qur’an of this sort in which the inner reality of each verse of 
the Qur’an is explained in seven ways corresponding to its seven 
inner realities. Among such works is the commentary of ‘Ala al- 
Dawla al-Simnani (d. 736/1336).46 Known as Najm al-Qur’an or Tafsir 


44 See Muhammd Mahmiid ‘Abdullah, Rawdat al-dhakirin fi ahkiim tila@wat 
al-kitab al-mubin (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Iimiyya, 1409/1989), 26-27. It is no 
mere coincidence that the author— a professor of Qur°anic sciences (“uliim al- 
quran) at al-Azhar—includes a lengthy section on the manner of reciting the 
mugatta‘at and expounds upon their significance. 


4 Ruzbihan Baqli Shirazi, “Arfis al-Bayan fi Haq? ig al-Quran (Lucknow, India: 
Matba‘ Munshi Newal KishGr, 1301 H), 3-4; Sayyid Haydar Amuli, al-Muhit al- 
A‘zam wa al-Bahr al-Khidam ft Ta’wil Kitab Allah al-“Aziz al-Muhkam , Sayyid 
Muhsin al-Miusawi al-Tabrizi (ed.), (Tehran: Mu’assasat al-Tiba‘ah wa’l-Nashr, 
Wazarat al-Irshad al-Islami, 1414 H), 203-4. 


46 On his life and thought see Jamal Elias, The Throne Carrier of God (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 1995). 
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Najm al-Quran“) it remains unpublished and exists in numerous 
MSS* and is often found in MSS of al-T’awilat al-Najmiyya of Najm al 
Din Kubra (d. 618/1221) and is thus sometimes mistaken to be the 
completion of the later work which only goes up to Siirat al-Dhariyat 
(51):18 since he died before being able to complete it.49 However 
Simnami's tafsir is in every right an independent work. Commencing 
from Surat al-Tur (52) he goes to the end of the Qur'an. In addition 
the entire work is preceded by a highly original esoteric prole- 
gomenon that lays down the principles of his tafsir.50 He also includes 
a commentary on the Fatiba, which immediately follows his prole- 
gomenon. It is the vision espoused in this prolegomenon that 
concerns us in our discussion of the onto-genesis of ta’wil. We spoke 
earlier of historical time or al-zaman al-kathif which relates to persons, 
places and events such as Pharaoh, Misa (‘alayhi"l-salam), trans- 
historical time (al-zamin al-latif) which relates to the trans-historical 
dimension of persons, places and events (the tyrants in each age and 
those who destroy the, in our example), and we spoke of hyper-subtle 
time (al-zamian al-altaf): the destruction of the Pharaoh within by the 


47 Tt is known by several titles besides this one, for example: al-Ta?wilat al- 
Najmiyya, Tafsir Batn al-Quran and Matla‘ al-Nugat wa Majma‘ al-Lugaf. See Elias, 
Throne Carrier of God, 204. 


48 See Elias, Ibid., 206-212, where he lists the particulars of all 27 known MSS. 


49 For a description of this tafsir see Shaykh Muhammad Husayn al-Dhahabi, al- 
Tafsir wa’l-Mufassiriin 3 vols. (Cairo: 1381/1961), 2:59-65. 


50 This prolegomenon has been edited and published by Paul Nwiya in al- 
Abhath 56 (1973-77), 141-57 based MS 6922 in the Biblioteque National, Paris 
(designated below as Abhath without italics). we have compared this with MS 
345 (2656) in the Garret Collection (Yahuda Section) of Firestone Library, 
Princeton University (designated below as Princeton MS) which contains his 
whole tafsir. The prolegomenon of the Princeton MS matches the one published 
by Nwiya in the passages we are to cite, 
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Musa of one's being. It is such a spatio-temporal omni-dimensionality 


that Simnani espouses. 


Know—O he that seeks the correspondence (muniisaba) between the 
horizons (afaq) and the souls (anfus) in the sacred address [i.e. the Qur’an] 
to the subtle essences of humanity (al-lata’if al-instyya)—that the subtle 
matrix of the human form (al-latifat al qilabiyya), which Allah kneaded 
with the Two Hands of the Subtle Distillation of Mercy (lutf/) and 
omnipotence...at the daybreak that separates the gloom of the night of 
creation (zulmat al-layl al Khaigi) from the light of ay of divine command 
(niir al-nahar al-amri), is none other than the Adam of your being @damu 
wujidika). : 


...And the subtle essence of rising and descending desires (al-latifat al- 
nafsiyya) burdened with a variety of tribulations (anwa* al-bala’) in the 
abode of affliction (dar al-ibtila’) is none other than the Nth of your being 
(ntthu wujidika). 


The subtle essence of the heart (al-lafifat al-qalbtyya) within which is 
nurtured the granule of progeny (dharratu dhurriyyatin) whose coming-to- 
be (hiasil) in the oyster of its existence (sadafu wujudihi) [i.e. of the subtle 
essence of the heart] is the pearl (durra) of the subtle essence of I-ness (al- 
latifat al-an®iyya) which is none other than the Ibrahim of your being 
(ibrahimu wujudika). 


The subtle essence of the secret (al-lafifat al-sirrtyya) that is favored with 
intimate conversation (munajat) [with Allah] is none other than the Miisa 
of your being (miisa@ wujiidika). 


The subtle essence of the spirit (al-lafifat al-riihiyya) bestowed with the 
honor of divine vicegerency (khil‘at al-khilafa) is none other than the 
Dawiid of your being (dawidu wujtidika). 


The subtle essence of the hidden (al-latifat al-khaftyya) supported by the 
holy spirit (rth al-qudus) is none other than the ‘Isa of your being (si 
wujiidika), bearing glad tidings to the nations of your subtle essences 
(umamu lat@ifika)...of the coming of the subtle essence of the real (al-lafifata 
al-haggiyya) and the manifestation of its clear signs...which is none other 
than the Muhammad, sallalla@hu ‘alayhi wa alihi sallam, of your being 
(muhammadu wujiidika)>1 


51 Abhath, 146-7 and Princeton MS fols. 2a-2b. 
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It is in the light of this understanding that the one is to recite the 
Qur'an. Thus the act of recitation is transformed from mere repetition 


of words into the involution of the Quranic text. 


So whenever you here in the Book that which is addressed to Adam hear it 
at the level of your subtle matrix (bi latifati qiilibiyyatika). Employ the 
subtle matrix of your human form in what the soul has been commanded 
or forbidden to do; and ponder what has been made an example for it [to 
emulate]. Be certain that the inner reality (bafn) of this Book is intimatel 
connected and concerned with you on the level of “the souls” (Pl-anfush, 
just as its outer relay (zahr) is intimately connected and concerned with 
Adam on the level of “the horizons” (fi al-dfaq), so that thereby you may 
derive benefit from the speech of the Truth (kalam al-hagq)5? 


Similarly the ayat of the Qur’an addressed to Nuh, Ibrahim, 
Misa, Dawiid, and ‘Isa, “alayhimu?l-salam, are to be heard “with” or 
“at the level of” the subtle essences of rising and descending desires, 
the heart, the secret, the spirit, and the hidden, respectively. The 
culmination of the ta’wil of one’s being is with the coming of the 
Muhammad, sallaliahu ‘alayhi wa alihi wa sallam, which is none other 
than the subtle essence of the real which is the seal of the subtle 
essences (khatam al-lat@if} just as Muhammad, sallallahu ‘alayhi wa alihi 
wa sallam, is the Seal of the Prophets (khatam al-anbiya’), and thus it 
represents the completion of the function of the other subtle essences 
in the process of increasing mystical enlightenment; the onto-genesis 
that is the spiritual exodus of the exegete. 

The spiritual practice of internalization of the Qur’4n or what 
we have called involution of its text is, in advanced stages of the 
mystical path often supplemented with another method of involution 


in which the “subtle essence of the real” is to be sent forth, so to 


52 Abhath, 147 and Princeton MS fol. 2b. 
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speak. This practice which is a process of absorption and involution 
essentially of the two kalimas LA ILAHA ILLA ALLAHU and 
MUHAMMADU-R-RASULU-LLAH is known as muraqaba (inward 
contemplation). It involves “circulating” the shahadatayn on the breath 
throughout all of the subtle centers or essences mentioned above. 
Before explaining this practice of circulation, however, the 
involutionary character of the method must be made clear. The 
involution in question is a “backward flowing motion;” that is to say 
it is a directing of things to the “heart”: a movement or flow from 
zahir (the outwardly manifest, the “without”) to batin ( the inwardly 
hidden, the “within”). One may liken it to the motion or flow of 
Arabic writing which flows from the right in movement towards the 
heart. It is instructive to think of this aspect of involution as spatial. 
This backward flow is also temporal, however. It is the reversal of the 
direction of temporal succession “which,” in the words of a con- 
temporary sufi, “in the efflorescence of its decay, is the decom- 
position of an ‘earlier’ time and a profanation of the eternal ‘present’ 
referred to by Allah in His saying Surely we created man in the best of 
forms (ahsani taqwim) and then We reduced him to the lowest of the low 
(asfala safilin).”53 Thus the involution is an integration. It returns the 
self to its source and origin. 

The actual practice has the same conditions of ritual purity as 
the prayers and is best performed in the deep watches of the night. 
Sitting cross legged, facing the gibla one raises the hands in suppli- 
cation (dua) and recites on the breath the following: al-Fatiha, Ayat 


53 Durkee, School of the Shadhdhuliyyah, 323. The reference is to Qur’an Surat al- 
Tin (94):4-5. 
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al-kursi, al-Kafiriin, al-Ikhlas, al-Falaq, al-Nas, and certain Quranic 
formulz with the intention of dispelling idle or evil thoughts. 


Taking refuge within this zone of safety one concentrates on the centre of 
the sole or the big toe of the right foot and begins from there to draw a deep, 
smooth breath concentrating on the words: LAILAHA ILLA ALLAHU in a 
rotating circle, and at the same time visualizing that the breath one is drawing 
into the core of oneself is rising, purifying, harmonising and suffusing the entire 
body with radiance and a silent resonance. This breath, drawn through the right 
nostril, must traverse the body until it reaches, with the sound of HUW, that 
point between and slightly above the eyes known as the heavenly heart. At this 
point the breath should be retained like a drop of water on the tip of a leaf and 
then be smoothly released through the left nostril, traversing in its descent the 
whole body and all of its centres flowing out through the sole of the left foot. 

The words and the sound attached to the down flow are MUHAMMADU- 
R-RASULU-LLAH which arrives at its destination and departs the body on the 
sound of AH. As it descends one visualises that the entire subtle body (latifah 
galabiyyah) is being washed and purified™4 ...In the course of the inward journey 
one reaches different centres. Each is a universe; each must in tum surrender and 
submit. Each individual cycle begins with negating the contingent reality of the 
centre with LA ILAHA then passing ‘upward’ through the horizon of ILLA 
followed by the affirmation of the higher by the Highest: ALLAH, subhanahu wa 
ta‘ala. Haltin: (wagfa) at that point, one then ‘returns’ from that ascension (mi‘raj) 
as the vaioet one, 3 , blessings and peace be ieee him, the RASUL 
of ALLAH, with the message of voluntary surrender to Allah. Each ‘self’ of each 
centre returns to its original state of Islam and thus does one negate and 
transmute all that is contingent in the Face of the Absolute. 


This is the esoteric meaning of the 128th sign (ayah) of Strat al- 
Tawbah, heard on the level of the subtle essence of the real that is 
none other than the Muhammad, sallallahu ‘alayhi wa alihi wa sallam, of 
your being: 

LAQAD& JAA?AKUM RASULUM-MIN ?ANFUSIKUM ‘AZIZUN 

*‘ALAYHI MA ‘ANITTUM HARISUN SALAYKUM BI-L-MU°MININA 

RA°’UFUR-RAHIM: 

There has come to you a Messenger from among your selves; grievous 


to him is your suffering; anxious is he over you, gentle to the believers, 
compassionate. 


54 Thid., 324. 
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It is to this reality that perhaps the greatest of the sufi poets in 
the Arabic language, Sidi ‘Umar Ibn al-Farid, quddisa sirruhu, alludes 
in his celebrated Poem of the Way rhyming in TA? (Tiiyyat al-Sulitk): 

Uayya rasiilan kuntu minni mursalan 

wa dhati bi ayati ‘alayya’stadallatie5 


I was a prophet sent to myself from Myself 
And it is myself who, by my own signs was guided towards myself 


All of the foregoing practices and doctrines have their source in 
the Qur’an. The former in the sense that the involve recitation—in 
some fashion or another—of its text, and the latter inasmuch as they 
derive from that text. Both the doctrines and the practices, however, 
are but reflections of the blinding light of the Shadowless Envoy of 
the Real: MUHAMMADU-R-RASULU-LLAH, who was none other 
than the Qur’an personified, sallallahu ‘alayhi wa alihi wa sallam . 

We have blackened many a page and our words are simply 
words; mere “tears shed on the shore of non-existence”** speaking a 
certain reality; but they are not that reality, for it is only realized by 
entry into the realm of reality: the world of the Book whose words 
and signs are inscribed, both within and without, and are read only 
by those with hearts wherewith to understand (lahum qulibun 
ya‘giliina biha). 

We shall show them our signs on the horizons and within 


themselves until it will be made manifest unto them that He is the Truth. 
-Qur’an Surat Fussilat (41:53) 


55 Diwan Ibn al-Farid, “Abd al-Khaliq Mahmiid (ed.), (Cairo: 1995), 275, which he 
counts as verse 460. Note that there are numerouis editions of the Diwan with 
various numberings and arrangements of verses and gasidas. This edition is, 
however the best that we have come across. 

56This is aphrase attributed to Sidi Abii al-Hasan Shadhdbuli 
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Beyond this there is nothing more that can or should be said. 
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